These are the people in your neighbourhood: Consistency and persistence in infants' exposure to caregivers', relatives', and strangers' faces across contexts.
Faces are a frequent part of young infants' visual environments. Three-month-old infants spend approximately 25% of their time exposed to faces (Sugden, Mohamed-Ali, & Moulson, 2014; Jayaraman, Fausey, & Smith, 2015). These faces belong primarily to familiar people, like their caregivers, and are heavily weighted towards female, adult-aged, and own-race faces. To date, descriptions of infants' exposure to faces have focused on frequency-both overall frequency and relative frequency of different face types (e.g., familiar vs. unfamiliar; own-race vs. other-race). It is less clear whether faces of different types distinguish themselves in other ways that have implications for infants' learning. Here, we move beyond an evaluation of frequency to determine the dimensions by which familiar faces (i.e., caregivers and relatives, as identified by parental report) differentiate themselves from unfamiliar (i.e., stranger's) faces in the infant's early visual environment. Measuring infants' natural visual ecology with head-mounted infant-perspective cameras, we found that 3-month-olds were exposed to faces 21% of the time. The primary caregiver was the most frequent face (44% of exposure time) and non-primary caregivers were often second most frequent (17% of exposure time). Caregiver faces also distinguished themselves by their consistency across both contexts and time. For example, the primary caregiver's face was most likely to appear across contexts and locations. Primary caregiver faces were less likely to persist in the field of view, as compared to non-primary caregiver and stranger faces. Thus, the socially important faces in the infant's visual environment distinguish themselves not only through their overall frequency, but also through their consistency across contexts. This has implications for understanding how the early visual environment shapes learning about faces.